Post-herpetic neuralgia: post-mortem analysis of a case.
The morphological and biochemical substrates of the severe pain in post-herpetic neuralgia (PHN) are unclear. This report is an autopsy study of a 67-year-old male with severe PHN during the last 5 years of his life over the right T7-8 dermatomes. The dorsal horn of the thoracic spinal cord of the affected side was atrophic from T4 to T8, with loss of both myelin and axons. Despite this, only the T8 ganglion was affected by fibrosis and cell loss and only the nerve roots at that level appeared affected. Markers of unmyelinated afferents (substance P), substantia gelatinosa neurons (opiate receptors), glial cells (glial fibrillary acidic protein), and descending spinal projections (dopamine-beta-hydroxylase and serotonin) were not different at affected versus non-affected spinal cord levels. The pain of PHN may result from the uninhibited activity of unmyelinated primary afferents as a result of the loss of myelinated afferent fibers and the possible presence of hypersensitive neurons in the dorsal horn.